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The Annapolis Poll Books of 1800 and 1804:
African American Voting in the
Early Republic
DAVIDS. BOGEN

NEARLY OCTOBER 1800 Africa Green went to vote for delegates to represent
the city of Annapolis in the Maryland General Assembly. Election judges
entered his name in the poll book but also noted questions about his birth and
property. The last entry for him was "refd." [refused]_! Each page of the book
contained three major columns-voters' names, objections, and candidates. The
candidates' column included separate space for the names of all the candidates
(voters selected two): Allen Quynne, Philip Barton Key and john johnson. Challenges to prospective electors were made on five grounds-age, residence, citizenship, property, and birth. If the judges resolved objections in favor of the voter, his
choice appeared as a diagonal slash in the candidate's column. The recording of
objections and their resolution makes the 1800 Annapolis poll book unique among
election documents that have survived from this period.
Objecting to Green on property grounds was not unusual, for this query was the
one most frequently made and most often sustained. Property qualifications for
voters in Annapolis differed from those in the counties, where freemen aged
twenty-one or older who owned fifty acres or property over thirty pounds current
money could vote. Under the state constitution of 1776 suffrage qualifications for
Annapolis were set by the city charter. That document gave the vote to any person
who owned a whole lot in the city with a house built on it, was a resident with a
"visible estate" of twenty pounds sterling, or had served five years to any trade in
the city and become a housekeeper. 2 Green swore he met the property qualification. In 1801 he purchased Sarah Green and her daughter Kitty from Burton
Whetcroft and recorded their manumission the following January. That Green
could purchase and free his family soon after the election leaves no doubt that in
1800 he had sufficient property to vote; birth must have been the basis for
excluding him from the poll. 3
Freed slaves, for the most part, were excluded from the ballot in Annapolis,
although freeborn blacks were eligible to vote. The distinction arose in 1783 as a
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byproduct of a Maryland statute that banned the importation of slaves and freed
illegally imported slaves. According to that law, "no slave manumitted agreeable
to the laws of this state, or made free in consequence of this act, or the issue of any
such slave, shall be entitled to tl1e privilege of voting at elections .... " On its face,
the statute appeared to have denied the vote to all freed slaves and tl1eir issue, but
a 1 796 codification made it clear that tl1e franchise exclusion applied only to slaves
manumitted after 1783. After tl1e words "no slave manumitted agreeably to the
laws of this state," the assembly inserted "since tl1e passage of the act, entitled, An
act to prohibit the bringing slaves into this state." In 1800 tl1e overwhelming
majority of freed slaves in Annapolis had obtained freedom after 1783, and all
freeborn blacks old enough to vote had been born prior to 1783. Thus the
distinction between "freeborn" blacks and "freed" slaves roughly approximated
the legal distinction. The Annapolis election judges' noting "birth" as an objection
might indicate that they excluded all free blacks who had been born in slavery or
even all free blacks whose freedom stemmed from an ancestor's manumission. On
the other hand, objections were generally noted in abbreviated form on lines
cramped for space, and the judges may have used "birth" as a shorthand for the
more precise legal standard of the 1796 codification. 4
Africa Green was the first of about twenty African-Americans who sought to vote
in the Annapolis election of 1800. The objection to his birth demonstrates that the
election judges divided free blacks into two separate classes under the law. Although
the judges denied Green the vote, they accepted votes from most of the individuals
challenged on grounds of birth. Thus the poll book confirms anecdotal evidence
that Maryland free blacks voted in tl1e first decades of tl1e new nation. One page
of the poll book even indicates race for African-American voters. Furthe1~ family
names indicate that many of these free black voters earlier had been held in slavery
unlawfully. Black suffrage soon ended. A state constitutional amendment disenfranchised all African-Americans in 1802, a fact reflected in the Annapolis poll
book of the next presidential year.
Besides Green, three other African-Americans in 1800 were denied the vote on
the grounds ofbirth. The judges also refused to allow Simon Watts and Ralph Joice
to vote because tl1ey were "not freeborn." Lonzo Peach faced objections on the
grounds ofbirth, property, and residence. The poll book noted "No Vote. being
born of a woman who was set free." Peach's votes for Philip Barton Key and John
Johnson were initially entered in the poll book, but the election judges circled the
diagonal slashes to indicate that the votes did not count. 5
Six voters overcame challenges based on birtl1-William Cain, 'John Smithmolatto," William Lee, James Shorter, Charles Short, and Philip Hammond. The
Cains were a free black family living in Annapolis. Cain was able to vote after he
swore to his eligibility despite objections based on both birth and property. He was
tl1e first voter to overcome a challenge based on birth in the 1800 election. 6 'John
Smith-Molatto" was challenged on the grounds of birth. The racial designation
distinguished him from the John Smitl1 two names above in the poll book. Like
Cain, the mulatto Smith overcame the objection by swearing to his free birtl1.
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William Lee faced objections to both property and birth. His name appears just
above Simon Watts, and the objections to Watts were noted as "Ditto." Although
Watts was rejected, Lee's vote was recorded after he swore to meeting the qualifications. James Shorter also faced objections on grounds of birth and property. The
poll book records that Shorter "Refuses to swear as to py." But, after mulling the
matter over, he apparently returned. Seventy places after the first entry, there is
another notation-'James Shorter Property s." James Shorter then cast his vote.
Another successful black voter had an abbreviated form of the Shorter name.
Charles Short had "Not Free" in the column for objections, but the challenge was
resolved in his favor.
The polls closed on Monday and reopened the next day. The first entry on Tuesday
with an objection to birth was "Bth Philip Hammond Birth propty sworn" and a
vote cast for john johnson. This entry raises some interesting puzzles. An entry two
days later notes tJ1at a Philip Hammond cast a vote for Key after satisfying a
challenge based on residence. It is not clear whether there were two different Philip
Hammonds or whether the entries refer to the same man, returning two days later
to vote for a second candidate. A second puzzle arises from the subsequent use of
"B" and "M" as racial indicators in the poll book on Tuesday. The absence of such
an indicator for Hammond might indicate he was white, but white Hammonds were
unlikely to have been challenged for birth. Perhaps tJ1e clerk simply did not begin
using initials to indicate race until after Hammond appeared. 7
At least four other voters on Tuesday were African-American: Nace Butle1~ Henry
Thomas, Ezekiel English and Henry Sample. They had either a "B" or an "M" after
their names. The only man rejected on racial grounds that clay, Lonzo Peach, also
had a "B" after his name. "B" signified black, while the "M" apparently denoted a
mulatto. The race of most of these voters could be determined independently of
the designation by initial. Thus the objections to Nace Butler "B"-"Property sworn
Free born" demonstr;-~te that he was black. The family name of Henry Thomas "B"
was that of a well known black family in Anne Arundel County. A member of that
family won a petition for freedom in the Court of Appeals in I 794. The Court found
the petitioner entitled to freedom by birth, so the I 783 law did not exclude him
from voting. I -Ienry Thom;-~s overcame objections based on property and residence
by his o;-~th. Ezekiel English had an M. written after his name. The objections noted
to English were "Residence Property Freeborn sworn." English was clearly of
African-American descent. Henry Sample "B" is the member of this group ·whose
race is inferred solely from the initi;-~1 "B" beside his name. 8
Four more voters--William Prout, Thomas and Edward Butler and Edward
Short-can be tentatively identified as African-Americans based on their bmily
name and their proximity on the poll books to identifiable free blacks with the same
family nam<C. Prout appears in the poll book next to Robert Prout. Robert was the
only bbck in the election who was denied a vote on grounds other than birth. His
entry read "Robert Prout Residence-born free he rents a place out of the cityClaims the city as the place of his residence No house or lot-cbims-cloes not live
in it, sleeps with his wife who is a Slave to McNeir." In other words, Robert Prout
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Detail from the 1800 Annapolis Poll Book. (Maryland State Archives.)
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claimed residence in Annapolis because he slept with his wife who was a slave to
Annapolis resident Thomas McNeir. The election judges refused to accept his vote
because he had no house or lot in Annapolis and rented property out of the city.
William Prout did vote. His race is inferred from his proximity in the poll book
to Robert and from subsequent records that show William Prout manumitted Polly
Prout in January of 1804 and Richard Prout in May. The common last name suggests
that the manumitted slaves were related to William by blood or marriage. In the
Annapolis manumission book for this period, the freedom certificates for slaves
freed by whites generally did not give the slaves' last names, and those whose last
names were given usually had one different from that of their masters. Prout, like
Green, made a mark to show his signature. Most whites who freed slaves signed their
names. 9
Butle1~ Short and Thomas were family names particularly identified with free blacks.
They do not appear in the Annapolis tax lists for 1783 because at tl1at time Butlers,
Shorters and Thomases were held in slavery. During tl1e 1790s, however, members of
tl1ese families brought successful petitions for freedom. Nace Butlel~ Thomas Shorte1~
Charles Short and Henry Thomas have all been identified as African-American voters
in tl1e 1800 Annapolis poll book.
Two other Butlers-Thomas and William-appear within nine spaces of each
other in the poll book. Oftwenty-tluee names on that page of the poll book, they
were the only ones to whom objections were made. Both men voted after overcoming property objections by swearing oaths.
The Butler clan was descended from Eleanor Butler ("Irish Nell"), an Irish
servant to Lord Baltimore. She married a slave in 1681, and she and her issue were
held in slavery for more than a century thereafter. One of her descendants, Mary
Butler, won freedom in 1791. The Court of Appeals held that the descendants of a
whit<t woman could be held in slavery only if the woman had violated the law in
effect between 1664 ancl1681 which made slavery the penalty for marrying a slave,
and no one could be reduced to slavery for such a violation without a conviction in
a court of record. There was no record of Irish Nell's conviction, though the fact
of her marriage was widely known and she and her descendants had been held as
slaves. After the 1791 decision, scores of Butlers were able to claim their freedom.I 0
The Shorter family won its freedom in another famous case. Elizabeth Shorte1~ a
white woman, married a black man named Little Robin in 1681, when both were
servants to William Roswell. Elizabeth's descendants were held in slavery, but in
1794 her great grandson prevailed in a petition for freedom. Another ofEiizabeth's
descendants recovered his freedom in 1795. Members of the Shorter family
continued to petition for their freedom throughout the 1790s and into the first part
of the nineteenth century. Individuals often claimed to be members of families that
had won such suits, but they did not always succeed. See, for example, the
advertisements for a runaway slave named Bill in 1798: "he contended for his
freedom in the General Court under the name of William Shorter but Jost."ll
In the 1800 poll book Edward Short was registered only seven names after
Charles Short. The book shows an objection to Edward based on age. l-Ie also
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overcame property objections by taking an oath that he met the requirements. His
name and its proximity to Short suggest that the judges knew Edward was not
barred by birth but suspected he did not have enough property to vote simply
because he was young and black. Finally, Robert Parker overcame objections on
the grounds of property. Parker was another common family name of free blacks
in Anne Arundel. There may have been other African-American voters in the 1800
Annapolis election, but there is insufficient evidence in the nature of the objection
or lack thereof to determine race.
In sum, twenty African-Americans presented themselves at the polls. Africa
Green, Robert Prout, Simon Watts, Ralph Joice, and Lonzo Peach were rejected.
William Prout, Robert Parker, William Cain, John Smith, William Lee, James
Shorter, Charles Short, Edward Short, Thomas Butler, William Butler, Philip
Hammond, Henry Thomas, Nace Butler, Ezekiel English, and Henry Sample
voted.
If all the Butlers who voted were descendants of Irish Nell and if the Shorts,
James Shorter and Henry Thomas were from the families that won freedom in
1794, tl1en at least seven voters at the Annapolis election of 1800-nearly half of
the identifiable African-American voters-had been held in slavery and had secured
their freedom by petitions within the past decade. Thus the law of 1783 failed to
prevent growth in black suffrage.
Robert Parker voted for Allen Quynn and Philip Barton Key. Henry Thomas
and Nace Butler both voted for Key alone. In all, five African-Americans voted for
Key, who came in third behind John Johnson by only sixteen votes. Key challenged
the election in the House ofDelegates, but members voted that Johnson and Quynn
were properly elected. 12
Twelve of the fifteen African-American voters cast one of their ballots for
Johnson. Lee, Charles Short, William Butler, Hammond, and English voted for
Johnson alone. Johnson repaid this support in the General Assembly in 1800 by
voting in favor of striking the word "white" from a proposed constitutional
amendment to abolish property qualifications for voters. His Annapolis colleague,
Allen Quynn, voted against allowing nonwhite voters. Although Quynn led the
candidates among all voters, only six blacks voted for him. 13
The vote on the disenfranchisement of nonwhite voters revealed the racial
attitudes of Quynn and Johnson. Racial exclusivity had been an integral part of the
suffrage proposal since 1798, when Joseph Nicholson introduced a bill "so framed
as to give tl1e right of suffrage to all jTee white citizens." Nicholson claimed that an
earlier bill was defective because it included African-Americans. "I never will
consent to give them a participation in the government." 14
The suffrage amendment failed in 1800 as it had in previous years because the
senate opposed elimination of the property requirement. The senate, however, was
forced to give way in 1801. The assembly passed a law to amend the state
Constitution as follows:
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ARTICLE 7. That every free white male citizen of this State, and no other,
above twenty-one years of age, having resided twelve months in the county
next preceding the election at which he offers to vote, and every free white
male citizen of this State, above twenty-one years of age, and having
obtained a residence of twelve months next preceding the election, in the
city of Baltimore, or the city of Annapolis, and at which he offers to vote,
shall have a right of suffrage, and shall vote by ballot, in the election of such
county or city, or either of them, for Delegates to the General Assembly,
Electors of the Senate and Sheriffs. (Emphases added).
The act was confirmed in 1802 and thus became part of the constitution. 15
Greenbury Morton, a nephew of Benjamin Banneke1~ reacted strongly to the
new law.
Morton was ignorant of the new law until he offered to vote at the polls in
Baltimore County; and it is said that when his vote was refused, he addressed
the crowd in a strain of true and passionate eloquence, which kept the
audience, that the election had assembled for him, in breathless attention
while he spoke. 16
In 1804, when Robert Parker attempted to vote in Annapolis as he had in the
election of 1800, officials refused him, saying "he cannot vote being a descendant
of a woman of colour." Thus the Annapolis poll books not only demonstrate that
free blacks voted in Maryland during the early years of the republic; they bear
witness to the disenfranchisement of blacks by the 1801-1802 constitutional
amendment. 17
NOTES
1. State of Maryland, city of Annapolis, Polls taken b_y tlze Mayor Reconler and
Alderrnan, October 6, 1800 for delegates to represent the city, Hall of Records,

Annapolis, Maryland (hereafter cited MHR).
2. The Constitution and Form of Government of Maryland 1776, A..rticle '1.
Annapolis City Charter in Elihu S. Riley, The Ancient City: A Histmy of Annapolis, in
Maryland 1649-1887 (Annapolis: Record Printing Office, 1887), pp. 89-90. Voters
in Annapolis could vote for delegates in Anne Arundel County if they met the
statewide property qualification. In fact, twenty pounds sterling was slightly more
than thirty pounds current money, so the franchise in Annapolis had aspects of both
greater and lesser stringency than the franchise generally. Thornton Anderson,
"Eighteenth Century Suffrage: The Case of Maryland," Ma1yland Histm·ical
Magazine, 76 (1981 ): 143-44.
3. Anne Arundel County Circuit Court, Liber Manumissions 1797-1807, pp.
99-100, MHR, and Anne Arundel County Circuit Court, Liber Certificates of
Freedom 1810-34, p. 235, ibid.
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4. Laws of Maryland, May 1783 chap. 23, sec. 3; Laws of Maryland November 1796,
chap. 67, sec. 5.
5. Joice was the name of a family that long claimed freedom. Ann Joice came from
England to Maryland as a slave of Lord Baltimore sometime between 1678 and
1681. In Mahoney v. Ashton the General Court found in 1797 that her descendants,
Charles and Patrick Mahoney, were entitled to their freedom because Ann's
residence in England entitled her to freedom (Mahoney v. Ashton, 4 Har. & McH.
63 [1797]). The Mahoneys took their freedom, but their master insisted they were
not entitled to it. In 1798 John Ashton advertized for Charles and Patrick Mahoney,
saying that they "pretend that they are set free by the verdict of a jury in the last
general court, but were ordered by the court to return home until a point of law
should be settled on relating to their case; this they refuse to do" (Maryland Gazette,
25 January 1798). IfRalph Joice's claim to voting eligibility relied on the Mahoneys'
arguments, it is not surprising that the election judges rejected him. The Court of
Appeals ultimately ruled that the Mahoneys should be returned to slavery. The
Court said that even if Ann Joice had been free under English law while in England,
she was a slave under the governing Maryland law when she came to the province
with Lord Baltimore (Mahoney v. Ashton, 4 Har. & McH. 295 [ 1802]).
6. Certificates offreedom were recorded for James Cain (born in 1800) and John,
Richard, and Thomas Cain. See Anne Arundel County Circuit Court, Liber Certificates of Freedom 1810-34, MHR.
7. The existence of free blacks named Hammond is evidenced by the manumission of a Rachael Hammond who was a child of eleven in 1800 (Liber Manumissions
Anne Arundel County, 1797-1807, f. 29 [back ofbook], MHR).
8. Thomas v. Pile, 3 Har. & McH. 241 (1794). According to their certificates of
freedom, several Thomases were children in 1800, including John, Joseph and
Nelly. See Certificates of Freedom Anne Arundel County 1810-34, f. 90, MHR.
Henry may have been their father or their uncle.
9. Anne Axundel County Records, Liber Manumissions 1797-1807, f. 168-70,
188-89, MHR.
10. Mary Butler v. Adam Craig, 2 Har. & McH. 214 (1791). Not every Butler
succeeded in petitions for freedom. See Porter v. Butle1~ 3 Har. & McH. 168 (1795),
which may have involved an earlier attempt by Nace Butler to gain freedom on
grounds other than ancestry.
11. Shorter v. Rozie1~ 3 Ha1~ & McH. 238 (1794); Sprigg v. Negro Mary, 3 Har. &
John. 491 (1814); Shorter v. Boswell, 2 Har. & John. 359 (1808); Afa1yland Gazette,
Aprill798.
12. Votes and Proceedings in the Ma1yland House of Delegates (hereinafter cited as
VPMHD), 1800, pp. 28-29. Key's legal career representing slaveholders contributed to his unpopularity with black voters. He apparently represented a
slaveholder in Anne Arundel county court and on appeal in Higgins v. Allen, 3 Har.
& McH. 504 (1796). See also Rawlings v. Boston, 3 Hal~ & McH. 139 (1793), Porter
v. Butler, 3 Har. & McH. 168 (1793), Mahoney v. Ashton, 4 Ha1: & McH. 63 (1797),
and 4 Har. & McH. 295 (1799), and Negro Harry v. Lyles, 4 Ha1~ & MCH. 215
(1798).
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13. VPMHD (1800), p. 51.
14. Eastern Shore General Advertiser, 20 September 1803 (letter from Joseph H.
Nicholson). In 1798 the House of Delegates voted to postpone the issue to the next
session (VPMHD [1798], pp. 67, 83).
15. Votes and Proceedings in the Senate of Maryland, November 1799, p. 9; and
November 1800, pp.47-48; Laws ofMaryland 1801, chap. 90;LawsofMa1yland 1802,
chap. 20.
16. J olm H. B. Latrobe, "Memoir ofBe1~amin Banneker," in Ma1yland Colonization
journal, 2 (1845) :353-54. Latrobe mistakenly gave 1809 as the date of the law
limiting the right of voting to white males, relying on a misleading compilation of
the laws in force which cited only the latest amendment on voting qualifications,
an 1809-10 modification of residence requirements. Latrobe, who was born in
1803, dated the Morton incident from the passage of the constitutional amendment
disenfranchising blacks, not from independent knowledge of the year in which
Morton spoke. Thus his report of the incident cannot be used to demonstrate the
date when the amendment excluding free blacks was effective. He probably used
Clement Dorsey, The General Public Statutmy Law and Public Local Law of the State of
Maryland from the 1em·1692 to 1839 Inclusive (3 vols.; Baltimore, 1840) 1:1, which
listed the "suffrage amendment" as enacted in 1809. Dorsey's volume, ho-vveve1~
showed only the constitution as it stood in 1839, "by excluding all such parts of the
original form as have been repealed" (p. xxxi). The amendment of 1801-2 was
replaced in 1809-10 by an amendment designed to shorten the residence requirements in local communities and make it clear that the electorate for the state
delegates served as the electorate for national purposes. (Laws of Ma1yland 1809,
chap. 83; Laws of Ma1yland 1810, chap. 33).
17. Polls taken October 1804 for delegates to represent the city of Annapolis,
MHR. Parker is listed between registered voters number 131 and 132. There were
244 voters in this election. Parker was the only free black voter identified in 1800
who attempted to vote in 1804.

